We report results of the observations at the Vainu Bappu Observatory and the Uttar Pradesh State Observatory of eight radio-quiet quasi-stellar objects (RQQSOs) during 1996±99. This is a part of our ongoing programme to search for intranight optical variability in RQQSOs. Additional evidence for very rapid variability in three of the five optically bright and very luminous RQQSOs we had observed earlier, 10492006, 14441408 and 16301377, was found. Of the three newly observed RQQSOs, the data for 00431039 are too noisy to allow conclusions about variability to be drawn, but 07481294 and 08241098 show strong hints of microvariability. We also present a summary of the results from our entire programme to date, which includes observations of 16 radio-quiet QSOs and one radio-weak QSO, and compare the general properties of rapid variability in radio-quiet versus radio-loud AGN as determined from our work and that of several other groups. Observations of this kind are likely to play a key role in understanding the relative contributions of accretion discs and relativistic plasma jets to rapid optical fluctuations of AGN.
INTRODUCTION
The generation of significant amounts of synchrotron emission in radio-quiet quasars (RQQSOs) is currently a much debated issue. Whereas a number of arguments against the presence of relativistic non-thermal jets in RQQSOs have been advanced (Antonucci, Barvainis & Alloin 1990; Sopp & Alexander 1991; Stein 1996) , some evidence for faint radio jets in at least a fraction of RQQSOs has emerged from deep VLA imaging programmes and related studies (Miller, Rawlings & Saunders 1993; Kellermann et al. 1994; Falcke, Sherwood & Patnaik 1996a; Falcke, Patnaik & Sherwood 1996b ). Very recently, VLBA studies of a group of 12 radio-quiet and radio-intermediate (cf. Miller et al. 1993 ) quasars have also indicated the presence of weak jets in eight of them (Blundell & Beasley 1998) .
Intranight optical flux variations have been well established in the case of optically violent variable quasars and BL Lacertae objects, which are believed to eject relativistic jets (e.g. Miller, Carini & Goodrich 1989; Carini et al. 1991 Carini et al. , 1992 Carini & Miller 1992; Heidt & Wagner 1996 , 1998 Noble et al. 1997) . Miller and collaborators have called the briefer (on time-scales of seconds to a few hours) and usually relatively small (typically ,0.03 mag) variations, microvariability (e.g. Miller & Noble 1996) . As this nomenclature has been adopted by many other groups (e.g. de Diego et al. 1998; Petrucci et al. 1999 ; Romero, Cellone & Combi 1999), we shall typically use the terms intraday (or intranight) variability and microvariability interchangeably; if a distinction is to be made, then observations with temporal resolution of substantially less than one hour can measure microvariability, while coarser sampling could reveal only intraday fluctuations.
Shocks propagating down relativistic jets certainly provide a plausible explanation for the frequent occurrence of rapid fluctuations in both the radio and optical intensities of blazars (e.g. Camenzind & Krockenberger 1992; Gopal-Krishna & Wiita 1992; Marscher, Gear & Travis 1992 ; for a review see Wagner & Witzel 1995) . None the less, other mechanisms may also play a significant role in causing such fluctuations, especially in the case of RQQSOs, where any contribution from the jet, if at all present, must be very weak. Most viable alternatives invoke instabilities in the accretion discs, or in the coronae that may be associated with them (for a review see Wiita 1996) .
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